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A  N o d a l S tru c tu re in  T o lk ie n 's  
T a l e s  o f  t h e  F i r s t  A g e ?
N i l s  I v a r  A g o y
T his a r tic le  w ill d ea l w ith  tw o d if fe r e n t , b u t  
c lo s e ly  re la ted  th em es, nam ely w ith  J.R.R. T o lk ien ’s  
u se  o f s ta b le , more or le s s  u n c h a n g in g  im ages or 
m otifs in  h is  w r it in g s  ab ou t th e  F ir s t  A ge o f h is  
" su b -crea ted "  w orld  o f M id d le-earth , and  w ith  h is  r e ­
u s e  o f  cer ta in  p lo t e lem en ts. I t  is  a  s l ig h t ly  r e v is e d  
v e r s io n  o f a le c tu r e  h eld  a t th e  f i r s t  in tern a tio n a l 
Arda Sym posium , a rra n g ed  in  Stockholm  from  12th to  
14th A pril 1985. As su c h , it  w as d e s ig n e d  to  p ro v o k e  
d is c u ss io n , and it  d o es  n ot r e p r e s e n t  a f in ish e d  
th e o r y . R ather it  i s  m eant to  s u g g e s t  a  p o ss ib le  w ay  
o f app roach  to  T o lk ien ’s e a r ly  w r it in g s .
With th e  p u b lica tio n  in  1983 and 1984 o f  th e  tw o  
vo lu m es com p risin g  The Book o f  L ost T a le s , an d , to  a 
le s s e r  d e g r e e , o f U n fin ish ed  T ales in  1980, w e have  
b een  g iv e n  an  ex cep tio n a l o p p o r tu n ity  to  tra ce  th e  
d evelop m en t o f  T o lk ien ’s  co n cep tio n  o f M id d le-earth . 
P ut sim ply , T he Book o f  L ost T ales g iv e s  th e  e a r ly  
v e r s io n s  o f th e  ta le s  th a t f in a lly  ap p ea red  in  The 
Silm arillion in  1977, and th a t T olk ien  had b een  w ork ­
in g  on fo r  m ost o f  h is  a d u lt life . Not o n ly  f in ish e d  u -  
a s  h e th o u g h t — , c o h e r e n t form s a re  in c lu d ed , b u t  
a lso  ro u g h  d r a fts , o u tlin e s , num erous c o r r e c tio n s ,  
r id e r s , fra g m en ts  and o th e r  w ork in g  p a p ers; th e  w hole  
b e in g  e d it e d  a n d  th o r o u g h ly  com m en ted  u p o n  b y  
C h ristop h er  T olk ien , J.R.R. T o lk ien ’s  lite r a r y  ex ecu to r . 
We can  sa y  th a t T he Book o f L ost T ales r e p r e s e n ts  
M id d le-earth  in  i t s  e a r lie s t  form . In p a r ts  it  g o e s  a s  
far  back  a s  1916-17 , w h en  T olk ien  w as 25 y e a r s  o ld , 
and  it  ta k es  h is  p r iv a te  m yth o logy  th ro u g h  m any  
s ta g e s  o f r e v is io n  and  com plete  r ew r itin g  u p  to  th e  
1930s, a t w hich  tim e i t  had ch a n g ed  c h a ra c ter  and  
becom e th e  core  o f th e  book w e know  a s  T he S ilm aril­
lio n . N eed le ss  to  sa y , th e  la te r  v e r s io n s  o f T o lk ien ’s  
"Great Tales" d if fe r  from  th e  ea r lier  in  m any r e s p e c t s ,  
som etim es fu n d am en ta lly . Some o f th e  m ost im portant 
p a r ts , a s  w e reck o n , o f T he S ilm arillion  can  h a rd ly  be  
d isc e r n e d  a t a ll in  The Book o f  L ost T a le s , and th e  
r e a d e r ’s  o v era ll im p ressio n , fa ced  a s  h e i s  w ith  seem ­
in g ly  in n u m erab le  v e r s io n s  and  p lo t lin e s  g o in g  o ff  in  
all d ir e c t io n s , may e a s ily  b e o n e  o f  u t te r  co n fu s io n , 
tem p ered  o n ly  b y  (re lu c ta n t) adm iration  fo r  T o lk ien ’s 
s ta y in g  pow er and  h is  u n d en ia b ly  fe r t ile  im agination .
It is  a ll th e  more in te r e s t in g  to  s e e  how cer ta in  
e p iso d e s  in  h is  ta le s  seem  to  be v ir tu a lly  immune to  
th is  o rd in a r ily  o v e r -p o w e r in g  d r iv e  to  c h a n g e , d e le te ,  
r e v is e  and rew r ite . Now o f  c o u r se  s ta b le  e lem en ts in  
d if fe r e n t  v e r s io n s  o f th e  sam e s to r y  is  n o th in g  p a r tic ­
u la r ly  n o tew o rth y  in  itse lf :  som e e s s e n t ia l  fe a tu r e s  w ill 
h a v e  to rem ain th e  sam e if  w e are  to  sa y  th a t i t  is  
th e  sam e s to r y . No, th e  co n sp ic u o u s  th in g  a b ou t Tol­
k ie n ’s Great T ales is  th a t  som e o f  th e  u n c h a n g in g  
p a r ts  a r e n ’t  r ea lly  n e c e s s a r y  to  g iv e  th e  s to r y  it s  
id e n t ity  a t a ll. T h ey  cou ld  b e sk ip p e d , or p erh a p s  
rep la ced  b y  som eth in g  e ls e  w ith ou t r e a lly  ch a n g in g  
th e  c h a ra c ter  o f th e  s to r y  th e y  are  p a r t o f.
P erh a p s th e  m ost s tr ik in g  exam ple o f w h at I 
mean a re  th e  tw o p a s s a g e s  d e sc r ib in g  how  T urin  th e  
h a p le s s  u n k n o w in g ly  s la y s  h is  fr ien d  B eleg , w ho h as  
ju s t  r e sc u e d  him from  a slow  p a in fu l d ea th . The k ill­
in g  i t s e l f  is  e s s e n t ia l ly  th e  sam e both  in  The Book o f  
L ost T ales and  The S ilm arillion , b u t in  th e  e a r ly
v e r s io n  it  h a p p en s u n d er  fr a n k ly  im probable circum ­
s ta n c e s  [1 ]. M oreover, th e  s to r y  l in e s  le a d in g  u p  to  
th a t p o in t are  q u ite  d if fe r e n t . I t  lo o k s a s  if  th e  
k illin g  had to  h ap p en  in  e x a c tly  su c h  an su c h  a way; 
a s  if  th e  p ic tu r e  o f T urin  c lu tc h in g  h is  sw ord  and  
su d d e n ly  se e in g  h is  fr ien d  B eleg  ly in g  l i f e le s s  and  
b lo o d -d r e n c h e d  in  fr o n t  o f  him w as th e  p o in t o f  
d e p a r tu r e , and  th a t th e  su r r o u n d in g  s to r y  w as w r it­
te n  in  o rd er  to  make th is  sc e n e  f i t  in . O ther p o ss ib le  
exam ples o f  su ch  n o d e s  or s ta b le  im ages, s ta y in g  more 
or le s s  th e  sam e am ong e n d le s s ly  c h a n g in g  p lo t lin e s ,  
are
-T u r in  th ro w in g  th e  h e a v y  g o b le t  in  th e  fa ce  o f  
th e  h a u g h ty  and  m ocking S a ero s  [2],
-T h e  E lf-h e r o  G lorfindel f ig h t in g  th e  te r r ib le  
B alrog on  th e  narrow  m ountain p ath  a fte r  th e  f l ig h t  
from  fa llen  G ondolin (BLT2, p . 194; 53, p . 243).
-L u th ien  th e  b e a u tifu l, s ta n d in g  b e fo re  th e  su b ­
terra n ea n  th ro n e  o f  M orgoth th e  Dark Lord and  s in g ­
in g  him to  s le e p  (BLT2, p. 32-33; S , p . 180-181).
-T h e  p eop le  o f  G ondolin w a itin g  on  th e ir  h igh  
w a lls  fo r  th e  l ig h t  o f daw n, b u t se e in g  in s te a d  th e  
g la re  o f  M orgoth’s  a p p ro a ch in g  arm y (BLT2, p . 172; S, 
p . 142).
-T h e  m ariner E aren d il, a s  h e clim bs th e  lon g  
s t e p s  o f  em pty  T irion , g l is te n in g  w ith  diam ond d u s t  a s  
he m oves (BLT2, p p . 255, 260, 261; 53, p . 248).
P rob ab ly  o n e  cou ld  a lso  add
-U lm o, Lord o f  th e  W aters, r e v e a lin g  h im self in  
a ll h is  m ight to  Tuor (BLT2, p . 155; S, p . 239; UT, pp. 
2 8 -30 ).
and
-T u r in  k illin g  B rodda th e  E a ster lin g  in  th e  v ic ­
tim ’s  ow n hall and  b e fo re  th e  e y e s  o f  h is  h ou seh o ld  
(BLT2, -p. 90; 53, p . 215; UT, P* 108).
I d o n ’t  d o u b t th a t m any more can  b e  fo u n d .
It is  p o s s ib le  th a t I h a v e  b een  u n c o n sc io u s ly  
lo o k in g  fo r  j u s t  su ch  e p is o d e s , b u t o th e r w ise  th e s e  
a re  m ostly  v is u a lly  v e r y  e f f e c t iv e , o fte n  dram atic  
s c e n e s , th a t w ould p ro b a b ly  h a v e  look ed  good  on  
s ta g e  or  on th e  s i lv e r  s c r e e n . One m ay th e o r iz e  th a t  
T olk ien  f ir s t ,  o r ig in a lly , v is u a liz e d  th e s e  s c e n e s  —  
saw  them  c le a r -c u t  b e fo re  h is  in n e r  e y e  —  and  o n ly  
la ter  p laced  them  in to  a g r e a te r  c o n tex t , o r , to  be  
p r e c is e , in to  a num ber o f  d if fe r e n t  c o n te x ts , te s t in g  
them  o u t a s h is  v iew  o f M id d le-earth  d e v e lo p ed . The 
n o d e s  or im ages w ere  th e  im p ortan t th in g ; j u s t  w hat 
th e  p lo t th a t led  u p  to  them  looked  lik e  d id  n ot 
m atter a s  m uch, e v e n  i f  th e  rea d er  w ould  p ro b a b ly  
ju d g e  th e  s to r y  prim arily  b y  th is  se c o n d a r y  p lo t.
We know  th a t th is  lin e  o f th o u g h t is  ju s t if ie d  a t 
le a s t  in  som e c a s e s  from  w hat T olk ien  w rote  in  se v e r a l  
p la ces  ab ou t th e  o r ig in s  o f  th e  s to r y  o f  B eren  and  
L u th ie n  [3 ] . T he c e n tr a l  im a g e  i s  B e r e n ’s  f i r s t
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en c o u n te r  w ith  L u th ien  a s  sh e  is  d a n c in g  a t n ig h t  in  
th e  F o r e s t  o f  N eld oreth , an im age a g a in  stem m ing from  
a w oodland g la d e  n ear  Roos in  H o ld ern ess , w h ere  
E dith T olk ien  d anced  fo r  h er  h u sb a n d  som etim e in  
1917.
T h is la s t  may s e r v e  to  il lu s tr a te  th e  o b v io u s  fa c t  
th a t s e a r c h in g  fo r  th e  k e r n e ls  o f p a r ticu la r  ta le s  is  
no new  p u r s u it  in  T olk ien  sc h o la r sh ip , e v e n  th o u g h  I 
do n ot b e lie v e  th e  p a r ticu la r  id ea  o f  n o d es  or s ta b le  
im ages h as b een  sy s te m a tiz e d  b e fo r e . R andel Helms, 
am ong o th e r s , h as u se d  a lo t o f  e f fo r t  t r y in g  to  
e x tr a c t th e  k e r n e ls  o f  th e  s to r ie s  in  T he S ilm arillion , 
T he H obbit and  The Lord o f th e  R in g s . C h r isto p h er  
T olk ien , too , d u r in g  h is  m onum ental w ork o f  e d it in g ,  
co lla tin g , and  com m enting h is  fa th e r ’s  w ork , h a s  n a tu ­
ra lly  in  m any c a s e s  to ld  u s  e x a c tly  w h ere  d if fe r e n t  
v e r s io n s  o f a ta le  a re  a t v a r ia n c e  w ith  each  o th e r ,  
and  w hat h e th in k s  th e  c e n tr a l p a r ts  are . He h as, for  
exam ple, com m ented on E a ren d il’s  g lis te n in g  raim ent 
and th e  g r a p h ic  im age o f  G ondolin’s p eo p le  s ta n d in g  
on th e  w a lls . Tom S h ip p e y  w r ite s , in  h is  e x c e lle n t  
book T he Road to  M id d le -ea r th , ab ou t a s t o r y ’s " ker­
nel" or " lyric  core" [4 ]. Among o th e r s  he m en tion s th e  
m eadow near Roos a s  th e  co re  o f th e  s to r y  o f  B eren  
and L u th ien  and  p u ts  fo r th  a s  o r ig in  o f T o lk ien ’s  E ar- 
e n d il- f ig u r e  th e  now so  fam ous l in e s  from  th e  Old 
E n glish  poem C rist:
"Eala ea re n d e l, e n g la  b e o r th a s t ,
o fe r  m iddangeard  monnum sen d ed "  [5].
And th e  ly r ic  co re  in  th e  ta le  o f  th e  F all o f  
G ondolin , S h ip p e y  s a y s , is  H urin th e  S te a d fa s t , h ero  
o f Men, c r y in g  in  h is  d e sp a ir  to  k in g  T u rgon  and  
th e r e b y  b e tr a y in g  to  M orgoth th e  Enem y w h ere  T u r -  
g o n ’s h id d en  c ity  o f  G ondolin  l ie s .  T h is la s t  sc e n e ,  
s a y s  S h ip p e y , is  "a p ic tu r e , a p o sed  tab leau"  (RM -e, 
p. 188). He a lso  s u g g e s t s  th a t T o lk ien  may w ell "have  
a c c e p te d  th e  th e s is  (n o t u n fam iliar to  m e d ie v a lis ts )  
th a t a ll g r e a t  w o rk s o f f ic t io n  sh o u ld  co n ta in  a k e r n e l  
sc e n e  or a ’ly r ic  c o r e ’" (RM -e, p . 182). S h ip p e y ’s  
k e r n e ls , h o w ev er , rem ain  q u a lita t iv e ly  d if fe r e n t  from  
th e  th e o r y  o f  n o d e s  or s ta b le  im a g es. T h is i s  b e c a u se  
th e y  to u ch  u p on  th e  id e n t ity  and  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f  th e  
s to r y , a s  in  th e  exam ples o f  E aren d il and  H urin. I t  is  
a sa fe  a ssu m p tio n  th a t th e  lin e s  from  C rist w ere  th e  
b a s is  o f  so  m uch in  T o lk ien ’s f in a l c o n cep tio n  o f  Ear­
e n d il th a t E a ren d il’s  ta le  w ould  h a v e  b een  fu n d am en ­
ta lly  d if fe r e n t  w ith o u t them , i f  in d eed  it  had e x is te d  
a t a ll. By th a t v e r y  to k e n , th e  l in e s  do n o t q u a lify  a s  
a n o d e , a s  w e sh a ll sh ow  p r e s e n t ly .  And w h ile  H urin’s  
c r y  to  th e  m ou n ta in s i s  h ig h ly  sym b o lic  and  s ig n if i­
ca n t a s  a ll th a t , it  is  a fa c t  th a t it  d o e s  n ot a p p ea r  in  
th e  e a r lie s t  v e r s io n s  and  c o n se q u e n t ly  w as n o t th e  
o r ig in  o f  th e  p a s s a g e . O nly more a c c id e n ta lly  do S h ip ­
p e y ’s  c o r e s  c o in c id e  w ith  th e  s ta b le  im ages, a s  in  th e  
c a se  o f  B eren  and L u th ien . I t  i s  u n fo r tu n a te  th a t  
S h ip p e y  d o e s n ’t  g iv e  a n y  p r e c is e  d e fin itio n  o f  w h at h e  
m eans b y  " ly r ic  core" .
We, on th e  o th e r  h an d , ca n n o t allow  o u r s e lv e s  to  
be th a t fr e e . I f  w e a re  to  make th e  n o d e s  o p era tio n a l 
in  a n y  w ay , w e m ust f in d  m eans to  r e c o g n iz e  them . 
C ertain  c o n d it io n s  w ill h a v e  to  be m et. T he m ost 
im p ortan t o f  th e s e  h as a lr e a d y  b een  m entioned  a few  
tim es, nam ely  th a t th e  im ages m ust n o t be a n e c e s s a r y  
p a rt o f  th e  s t o r y ’s  id e n t ity  a s  su c h . We h a v e  to  be  
ab le  to  ta lk  a b o u t th e  s to r y  w ith  and  w ith o u t th e  
node. For in s ta n c e , a  fu n d am en ta l them e lik e  th e  tw o  
cosm ic tr e e s  b e in g  d e s tr o y e d  b y  M orgoth and  U n g o -  
lian t m u st be ex c lu d ed  sim p ly  b e c a u se  it  is  too  c e n ­
tra l. S im ilarly , T u rin ’s  k illin g  o f  th e  g r e a t  d ra g o n  
G laurung is  too  b a sic  an  e lem en t in  h is  s to r y  to  be 
c o n s id e r e d  a node.
A n oth er c o n d it io n  m ust be th a t w e a re  d ea lin g  
w ith  re a so n a b ly  lim ited  p a s s a g e s  th a t  can  b e s e p a r ­
a ted  from  th e  r e s t  o f th e  te x t  w ith  som e claim o f c e r ­
ta in ty . B asic  c o n c e p tio n s  lik e  th e  E a r e n d il-f ig u r e  or  
th e  c ity  o f G ondolin  can  n o t be a c c e p te d , w h ile , a s  I 
h a v e  sa id , I th in k  th a t E aren d il on  th e  s t e p s  in  T irion  
a n d  th e  c o n g r e g a t io n  on  G o n d o lin ’s w a lls  c a n . 
A d m itted ly , th is  fe n c e  b e tw een  b a s ic  c o n c e p tio n s  and  
n o d e s /s ta b le  im ages i s  la r g e ly  e r e c te d  fo r  p ragm atic  
r e a so n s , and  th e  d iv is io n  sh o u ld  n o t b e p e r c e iv e d  a s  
a b so lu te . T he p o in t is  th a t  w e ca n n o t in  p r in c ip le  
know  w h eth er  a b a s ic  c o n cep tio n  is  a t th e  sam e tim e a 
n od e on th e  g r o u n d s  th a t it  w ould  n a tu r a lly  be s ta b le  
in  b oth  c a s e s . On th e  o th e r  h an d , it  w ill o fte n  be  
rew a rd in g  to  tr e a t  n o d e s  and  b a sic  c o n c e p tio n s  m uch  
in  th e  sam e w ay.
N ext, w e h a v e  to  dem and o f  a  n od e th a t it  
a p p e a r s  in  a t  le a s t  tw o la r g e ly  d if fe r e n t  v e r s io n s  o f  
th e  sam e s to r y , i .e . th a t  it  r e p r e s e n t s  so m eth in g  
r e s is ta n t  in  a f lo w in g  and  c h a n g in g  m ass. In  p r a c tic e  
th is  m eans th a t to d a y  w e ca n  o n ly  exam ine p r o p e r ly  
th e  ta le s  o f  th e  F ir s t  A ge, .a n d  th a t e v e n  th e r e  ou r  
f in d in g s  w ill be a b it c o in c id en ta l.
All th is  m akes fo r  a lo t o f  d ra w b a ck s. What w e  
h ave  ca lled  a "node" b ecom es an a r tif ic ia l term  n ot 
le a s t  b e c a u se  w e c e r ta in ly  m iss  som e o f th e  m ost 
im p ortan t e x a c tly  b e c a u se  th e y  a c tu a lly  are  a s t o r y ’s 
b a s ic  c o n c e p tio n s . And e v e n  w h en  a ll p r e c a u tio n s  are  
ta k en , th e  m ethod h a s  to  be u se d  w ith  ca re . I t s  s u b ­
je c t iv e  e lem en t can  e a s i ly  lead  in to  tem ptation ; th e r e  
is  a d a n g e r  th a t e v e r y  s im ila r ity  b e tw een  tw o v e r s io n s  
can  b e ca lled  a n od e . [6]
I t  i s  p e r h a p s  n o ta b le  th a t  th e  m a jo r ity  o f  th e  
exam p les o f  n o d e s  l i s te d  a b o v e  com e from  o n ly  th r e e  
o f T o lk ien ’s  G reat T ales: th e  Tale o f  T u rin  T uram bar, 
th e  Tale o f  th e  Fall o f  G ondolin , and  th e  Tale o f  B eren  
and  L u th ien . T hese, a re  a ll fa ir ly  d e ta ile d , slow , and  
c e n te r e d  on  a few  c h a r a c te r s . T he m ore w id e -s w e e p in g  
c h a p te r s  th a t  d ea l w ith  la r g e  sp a n s  o f  tim e and  p ro ­
v id e  th e  broad  b a ck g ro u n d  fo r  th e  s lo w er  ta le s ,  h a v e  
fa r  few er  o b v io u s  n o d e s . T h is  fa c t  m akes it  p a r t ic u ­
la r ly  in t e r e s t in g  to  read  T o lk ien ’s  le t t e r s  th a t e x a c tly  
th o se  th r e e  s ta n d  a t th e  v e r y  b e g in n in g  o f  h is  g r e a t  
w ork  o f su b -c r e a tio n :
"T he g erm  o f  m y t a tte m p t to  w r ite  
le g e n d s  o f  my ow n to  f i t  my p r iv a te  la n ­
g u a g e s  w a s th e  tr a g ic  ta le  o f  th e  h a p le s s  
K u llervo  in  th e  F in n ish  K alevala. It rem ains  
a m ajor m atter in  th e  le g e n d s  o f  th e  F ir s t  
A g e .... T he seco n d  p o in t w as th e  w r it in g ,
'ou t o f  my h ea d ’, o f th e  ’F all o f G ondolin’, 
th e  s to r y  o f  Id r il and  E aren d el (III 314), 
d u r in g  s ic k le a v e  from  th e  arm y in  1917; and  
b y  th e  o r ig in a l v e r s io n  o f th e  ’Tale o f  L u th ­
ie n  T in u v ie l and  B eren ’ la ter  in  th e  sam e 
year."  (L e tte r s  o f  J.R.R. T o lk ien , London  
1981, p . 345)
In th e  e a r ly  v e r s io n s  o f  th e s e  s to r ie s  w e m eet 
T olk ien  a t  a p o in t w h en  h is  id e a s  are  raw  and  h is  
u n iv e r s e  n ew , and  w h en  h e had r e la t iv e ly  li t t le  w r it­
in g  e x p e r ie n c e . O b v io u sly , i f  w e a re  lo o k in g  fo r  n o d e s ,  
th is  is  w h ere  w e sh o u ld  e x p e c t  to  f in d  them ! L ater, a s  
M id d le-ea rth  d e v e lo p e d  and  th o u g h t  had to  b e g iv e n  
to  in n er  c o n s is te n c y  and  b a c k g r o u n d s , th e  new  m ate­
ria l sp r u n g  m ore from  w h at had a lr e a d y  b e e n  w r itte n ,  
or w as a t le a s t  sh a p ed  b y  it ,  and  th e  n o d e s  becam e  
l e s s  im p ortan t and  le s s  p r o d u c tiv e .
The se c o n d  main them e o f th is  a r t ic le  is  T o lk ien ’s  
re p e a te d  u s e  o f  th e  sam e m otif in  w h o lly  d if fe r e n t
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co n tex ts . As A n d ers S ten strom  has p o in ted  ou t, i t  is  
e s s e n t ia l th a t th is  rep e titio n  is  h eld  c le a r ly  ap art from  
th e  nodal th e o r y . We are  now ta lk in g  ab ou t e lem en ts  
in  d if fe r e n t  s to r ie s , not in  d if fe r e n t  v e r s io n s  o f th e  
same s to r y . An exam ple is  how a cru c ia l b attle  is  won  
b y  th e  good s id e  b eca u se  th e  g r e a t  e a g le s  come to  th e  
r e sc u e  in  th e  n ick  o f tim e. We en co u n tered  th is  m otif 
f ir s t  in  th e  B attle o f F ive Arm ies in  The Hobbit [7], 
th en  aga in  in  th e  b a ttle  b efo re  th e  Black Gate in  The 
Lord o f th e  R ings (The R eturn o f th e  K ing, h erea fter  
RK. London, 1966, p . 169), and fin a lly  in  th e  B attle  o f 
th e  C left in  The S ilm arillion (BLT2, p . 193; S,  p . 243). 
A nother w ell-k n ow n  exam ple is  G lorfindel’s  d u el w ith  
th e  B alrog —  a lso  at th e  B attle  o f th e  C left — w hich  
e n d s  tra g ic a lly  w hen  both  he and  th e  B alrog fa ll in to  
th e  a b y s s  (Ib id .). T h is is  q u ite  c le a r ly  rep ea ted  in  
G andalf’s fa ll in  Moria in  The Lord o f  th e  R ings (The 
F ellow sh ip  o f th e  R ing , p . 345). The g ia n t e a g le s  who  
bear th e  h ero es  aw ay from  th e  c a ta s tro p h e  is  a n o th er  
old acq u a in tan ce: both  B eren and L u th ien  and Frodo  
and Sam g e t  th is  k ind o f r id e  a fter  h a v in g  acq u ired  a 
Silm aril and rid  th e m se lv e s  o f a R ing, r e sp e c t iv e ly  (S , 
p. 182; RK, p. 229). We can  a lso  c o n s id e r  how th e  
e a g le s  r e sc u e  G andalf, T horin , and com pany from  
becom ing p r e y  for  th e  O res or d in n er  for  th e  W args 
in  The Hobbit (p. 100).
To go  on w ith  ju s t  one more illu s tr a tio n , w hat we 
may ca ll th e  "B londel-m otif" lea p s  to th e  e y e . T his  
c o n s i s t s  o f  a p r is o n e r  h e a r in g  h is  u n lo o k e d - fo r  
r e sc u e r  s in g in g , and cro p s  up  at le a s t  th r e e  tim es. 
F ingon  s in g s  to  M aedhros, w ho is  h a n g in g  on th e  
c lif f s  o f  T hangorodrim  (S , p . 110); L u th ien  s in g s  to  
B eren  a s he lie s  d eep  in  th e  d u n g eo n s  o f Sauron  on  
Tol S irion  (S , p . 174) and Sam, o f c o u r se , s in g s  to  
Frodo in  th e  Tower o f C irith U ngol (RK, p . 185).
T o lk ien ’s  te n d e n c y  tow ard s th is  k ind o f  r e c y c lin g  
i s  e a s y  to  n o tice  and has b een  much com m ented on, 
b u t p erh a p s m ost e a g e r ly  b y  th e  a b o v e  m entioned  
R andel Helms in  h is  tw o books T o lk ien ’s World and  
T olkien  and th e  S ilm arils. T here h e l i s t s  a la rg e  
num ber o f p a ra lle ls  b etw een  th e  p lo ts  o f The H obbit. 
The Lord o f th e  R in g s, and  The S ilm arillion . One o f 
h is  main th e s e s  is  th a t "The Hobbit cou ld  be ca lled  
T he S ilm a r illio n  w r it  sm all" [8 ] , w h ile  "one s a y s  
w ith ou t ex a g g era tio n  th a t The Lord o f  th e  R ings is  
The Hobbit w rit large"  [9]. All in  a ll, he a r g u e s  
c o n v in c in g ly , th o u g h  som e o f th e  exam ples he u s e s  to  
u n d e r p in  h is  th e o r y  a r e  a b it  v a g u e .  A ty p ic a l  
exam ple ru n s  lik e  th is:
"An ev il pow er h as s to len  a g r e a t  tr e a ­
su r e  from  a good  and  c r e a tiv e  b e in g , w h ose  
p r e se n c e  and p ow ers h a v e  u n til h is  lo s s  
en r ich ed  th o se  ab ou t him. The tr e a s u r e ’s  
p h y s ic a l e s s e n c e  is  com p ressed  and c r y s t a l-  
ized  carbon  — diam ond —  but th e  p h y s ica l  
lo s s  a p p ea rs  p u n y  b e s id e  th e  moral d e v a s ta ­
t io n  w r o u g h t  b y  th e  t h e f t .  T he fo rm er  
o w n e r ’s so n  (or s o n s )  g ro w  p a th e t ic a l ly  
g r a sp in g  and v in d ic t iv e , w illin g  to  d e s tr o y  
e v e n  fr ie n d s  or k insm en  who m ight h in d er  
th e ir  e f fo r ts  to  r eg a in  th e  tr e a s u r e , fo r g e t ­
t in g  th a t tr e a su r e  is  a s  n o th in g  com pared to  
lo y a lty  and  lo v e . A bald sum m ary o f p a r t o f 
The S ilm arillion —  b u t look a ga in , a bald  
sum m ary o f p a rt o f The Hobbit a s  well! 
(T olk ien  and th e  S ilm arils , p . 80)
W ithout p a ss in g  ju d g em en t on Helms’ th e o r y  one  
w ay or an o th er , I am in c lin ed  to  th in k  th a t w e, for  
ou r p u r p o se s , sh a ll h ave to  be more r e s t r ic t iv e  th an  
th a t a s  r e g a r d s  w hat w e w ill a ccep t a s  p ara lle l m otifs,
for h ere  th e r e  is  rea l d a n g er  o f en d in g  in  p u re  sp e ­
cu la tion . The ep iso d e  in  q u estio n  m ust n ot d e sc r ib e  
som eth in g  th a t cou ld  be e x p ec ted  to  o ccu r  o f i t s e lf  
from  tim e to  tim e, and w e h a v e  to  a sk  if  it  ca n n o t be 
exp la in ed  from  human p sy c h o lo g y  or a s a M id d le-earth  
custom . O therw ise we w ill no d ou b t e s ta b lis h  e v e r y  
meal T olk ien  d e s c r ib e s  a s  a new  o c c u r r e n c e  o f th e  
" eatin g  m otif"...
Well, th e n , w e can  now a sk  i f  th e r e  is  a n y  co n ­
n ectio n  b etw een  th e  n o d es and  th e  rep ea ted  e p iso d e s .  
At le a s t  tw o sh ou ld  b e fa ir ly  c lea r . F irst , a rep ea ted  
m otif can  sim ply be a n ode th a t T olk ien  w as so  tak en  
up w ith  th a t he w an ted  to  ex p lo it i t s  g e n e r a l a sp e c ts  
a s  w ell. I th in k  th is  may be th e  c a se  w h ere  th e  f ig h t  
w ith  th e  B alrog m otif is  c o n cern ed . S eco n d , and  in t i­
m ately co n n ected  w ith  th e  f ir s t ,  T olkien may h ave  
w ritten  som e o f  h is  old  m otifs in to  new  co n te x ts  
b eca u se  he fea red  th a t th e y  w ould n e v e r  reach  an y  
p u b lic  a t a ll i f  he d id n ’t. T h is is  prim arily  w orth  
c o n s id e r in g  for  The Hobbit and  th e  e a r lie s t  p a r ts  o f 
The Lord o f th e  R in g s, w r itten  w h ile  T olk ien  had  
(alm ost) d e sp a ired  o f e v e r  g e t t in g  The S ilm arillion  
p u b lish e d . W here th e r e  i s  d ou b t, it  is  p o ss ib le  th a t  
rep ea ted  m otifs may h elp  u s  to  id e n t ify  a node.
The a s s e r t io n  a b o v e , th a t th e r e  is  lit t le  p o in t  
to d a y  in  look in g  for  n o d es  o u ts id e  th e  F ir s t  A ge, is  
c o r r e c t  in  p r in c ip le  and  a s far  a s  it  g o e s . It may h ave  
to  be q u a lified  a l i t t le , h o w ev er . I n te r e s t in g  lin k s  and  
sim ila r ities , som etim es rem in iscen t o f n o d e s , may be 
fo u n d , for  in s ta n c e , b etw een  The H obbit and  th e  
d e lig h tfu l Mr. B lis s , a v e r y  sh o r t  c h ild r e n ’s s to r y  
p ro b a b ly  w r itten  b e tw een  1932 and 1937. T he p r e se n t  
au th o r  has to u ch ed  up on  th e s e  in  an  a r tic le  in  Mal- 
lo r n , th e  jo u r n a l o f  th e  ( B r it is h - b a s e d )  T o lk ien  
S o c ie ty , No. 20. One problem  th e r e  is  w h e th er  th e  tw o  
w o rk s can  be v iew ed  in  a n y  u s e fu l w ay a s  e s s e n t ia l ly  
th e  sam e s to r y  in  d if fe r e n t  s ta g e s  o f d eve lop m en t. If 
we d ec id e  th a t th e y  can , w e may sp eak  o f nodes; 
o th erw ise  we m ust lim it o u r s e lv e s  to  p a ra lle ls  and
r e p e tit io n s .
It o u g h t a lso  to  be m entioned  in  p a ss in g  th a t
T olk ien , in  h is  le t te r s ,  g iv e s  u s  som e in tim ation s o f  
w h ere in  th e  S econ d  and T hird  A ges w e can  s ta r t  
lo o k in g  fo r  n o d es  w hen  ou r so u rce  m aterial becom es  
more e x te n s iv e . T hat th e  r e c u r r in g  dream  o f th e  en o r­
m ous w ave to w er in g  up  o v e r  th e  g r e e n  and fe r t ile  
land  i s  th e  o r ig in  o f th e  A tla n t is - s to r y  o f A kallabeth , 
sh ou ld  su r p r ise  no one w ho h a s  read H um phrey Car­
p e n te r ’s b io g ra p h y  [10], th o u g h  it  i s  p erh a p s  le s s
know n th a t T olk ien  saw  th e  d e sc r ip tio n  o f  Cerin  
Amroth a s  th e  h ea rt o f The Lord of th e  R ings [11]?
What, th e n , is  th e  u se  o f  tr y in g  to  fin d  and is o ­
la te  e v e n tu a l n o d es , and o f com piling  l i s t s  o f  rep ea ted  
m otifs? (P a ss in g  o v er  w ith  d u e  con tem p t th e  sp o n ta ­
n eo u s an sw er  th a t p h ilo lo g is ts  m ust h ave som eth in g  to  
do a s  w ell...)  We cou ld  sa y  th a t th e  nodal th e o r y  may 
p o ss ib ly  be a m eans to  map in  e v e n  g r e a te r  d eta il how  
M id d le-earth , w hich  seem s so  m onolith ic and stream ­
lin ed  in  The Silm arillion  and  T he Lord o f  th e  R in g s, is  
re a lly  p u t to g e th e r , to  fo llow  a t c lo se  ra n g e  th e  li te r ­
a r y  d eve lop m en t o f one o f  our p er io d ’s g r e a t  w o rk s of 
f ic tio n . M aybe i t  can  h elp  u s  tow ard s a b e tte r  u n d e r ­
s ta n d in g  o f som e o f th e  p e c u lia r it ie s  o f th e  M iddle- 
ea rth  co rp u s  a s  w ell. In T he Road to  M id d le-ea rth , 
Tom S h ip p ey  com plains a b o u t th e  ta le  o f  B eren  and  
L u th ien . He th in k s  it  h as "too much plot" (RM-e p. 
193), and  m any r e a d e r s  w ill p ro b a b ly  a g r e e  w ith  him 
th e r e . B ut th e  a b u n d a n ce  o f p lo t becom es e a s ie r  to  
u n d ersta n d  w hen  w e know th a t it  w as B eren  and  
L u th ien , m eetin g  am ong th e  hem locks in  th e  F o rest o f
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N eldoreth , w ho f ir s t  to u ch ed  T o lk ien ’s h eart. The 
s to r y  ab ou t th e s e  tw o p e r so n s , so  im m ensely im portant  
in  th e m se lv e s , had to  be fu ll o f m oving s c e n e s , h eroic  
d eed s and dram atic im ages, — w hich  T olk ien  th e r e fo r e  
w rote and r e je c te d  in  qu ick  su c c e s s io n . His ow n re la ­
tio n sh ip  to B eren and L uth ien  w as th e  p reco n d it io n  of 
th e  ta le , and it  d id  n ot a lter  b eca u se  o f a tr if le  lik e  
th e  p r e se n t  s ta te  o f th e  w r itten  m an u scr ip t v e r s io n . 
C orresp o n d in g ly , I th in k  w e may assu m e th a t a ta le  
lik e  E aren d il’s  m eant u n im agin ab ly  more to  T olk ien  
him self th an  to  th e  a v e r a g e  rea d er . The Lord o f th e  
R ings and The S ilm arillion are  fu ll o f  r e fe r e n c e s  to  
th e  m igh ty  m ariner E arendil, ren ow n ed  in  so n g , b u t 
w hen we e v e n tu a lly  reach  th e  s to r y  a b ou t h is  life  and  
d e e d s , it  som ehow  d o e sn ’t come up  to  our ex p ec ta ­
tio n s . I t  seem s a lit t le  in s ip id  for  so  le g e n d a r y  a 
p e r so n a lity . The exp lan ation  is  p ro b a b ly  th a t T olk ien  
a sso c ia ted  so  much more w ith  th e  E a ren d il-f ig u re  than  
w hat e v e n tu a lly  found  it s  w ay in to  The S ilm arillion . 
The Book o f L ost T ales: 2 , w ith  it s  e x c it in g , ex o tic , 
b u t w ild ly  d if fe r in g  p lo tlin e s  fo r  th e  E a ren d il-s to ry  
g iv e s  u s  som e in d ica tion  in  th a t d irec tio n . So do, to  a 
le s s e r  d e g r e e , T o lk ien ’s p u b lish ed  poem s from  b efore  
ca. 1937. If a sm all d ig r e s s io n  is  a llow ed , I w ill rem ark  
th a t th e s e  poem s p ro v id e  le s s  m aterial to  th e  nodal 
th e o r y  th an  could  be e x p ec ted . Poem s o u g h t o th erw ise  
to  be ex c e lle n t r e p o s ito r ie s  for  su ch  s ta b le , em otion­
a lly  loaded  im ages a s  w e are c o n s id e r in g . When th e  
r e s u lts  a re  so  sm all, it  i s  p ro b a b ly  b eca u se  th e  poem s 
are  m ainly d e sc r ip t iv e , n ot n a rra tiv e . B eren ’s m eetin g  
w ith L uth ien  is  c lea r , and I sh ou ld  sa y  Tol E ressea  
and E arend il a s  w ell, b u t for  th e  r e s t  we m ust make 
do w ith  far  v a g u e r  r e fe r e n c e s  to  E lven  m ariners and  
d is ta n t la n d s o f h a p p in e ss  or b rood in g  em p tin ess . If 
one is  in c lin ed , T irion , Valinor and Numenor can  be 
seen  dim ly. I f  we se e  th e  poem s in  co n ju n c tio n  w ith  
The Book o f L ost T a le s , w e can  p erh a p s g u e s s  at a 
m otif th a t e v id e n t ly  fa sc in a ted  T olk ien , b u t th a t he  
n ev er  m anaged to  in co rp o ra te  in to  M idd le-earth  in an y  
rea lly  fr u itfu l m anner, i.e . th e  m yriad o f more or le s s  
w on d erfu l and en ch a n ted  is la n d s . We se e  from h is  ea r ­
lie s t  e f fo r ts  a s  w ell a s  from  The S ilm arillion th a t he 
r e p ea ted ly  tr ied  to  make u se  o f  th is  m agic a r c h ip e ­
lago , b u t w ith ou t a n y  p a rticu la r  lu ck . I t  is  p ro b a b ly  
u sed  w ith  b e s t  e f fe c t  in  th e  poem "Imram" from  ca. 
1945.
From all th a t has now b een  sa id  ab ou t B eren and  
L u th ien , E arendil and m aybe th e  en ch a n ted  is le s  a s  
w ell, w e cou ld  p roceed  to  a sk  th e  q u estio n  if  T olkien
did n ot a c tu a lly  w rite  b e s t  w ith ou t n o d es and b asic
co n c e p tio n s  to  d iv e r t  h is  a tten tio n  and d isp la ce  h is  
ju d gem en t; if  h is  ta len t did n ot stan d  ou t th e  more 
c lea r ly  w hen  th e  main th em es fo rced  th e  s in g le  e p i­
so d e s  in to  b e in g  and n ot th e  o th er  w ay around? Cen­
tra l and  e f f e c t iv e  s c e n e s  lik e  th e  K in slay ing  a t A lqual- 
on d e , th e  B u rn in g  o f th e  S h ip s  at L osgar and H urin’s 
c r y  to  T u r g o n  w ith  " th e w in d  h is s in g  o v e r  th e  
ston es"  (S , p . 228) h ave  in common th e  fa c t  th a t
T olkien  p u t them in at a late d a te  b eca u se  th e  s to r y
dem anded them . — T his ap proach  will not be d is c u s se d  
here, b u t it  may s e r v e  to il lu s tr a te  th e  kind of q u e s ­
tio n s  and problem s th e  nodal th e o r y  can p rod u ce .
A nother p o in t is  th a t T olkien em phasized  th at  
both E arendil and th e  w hole s to r y  o f The Hobbit w ere  
o r ig in a lly  sep a ra te  from th e  u n iv e r s e  o f The Silm aril­
lion (L e t te r s , pp . .346, 385). So w ere  th e  le g e n d s  of 
Numenor up  to  a q u ite  la te  s ta g e  ( L e tte r s , p . 347). By 
look in g  a t th e  — p o ss ib le  — u se  o f n o d es it  may be 
p o ss ib le  to  d e lin ea te  th e s e  " independent"  s e c t io n s  in 
som e w ay, and a lso  to find  o th e r s . From a sch o la r ly  
p oin t o f  v iew , th is  would be a job  w ell w orth d o in g .
NOTES
[All r e fe r e n c e s  are  to h ardback  ed itio n s; books  
w ith  no au th or  g iv e n  are  b y  J.R.R. T olk ien .]
I w ould lik e  to make c lea r  at th e  o u ts e t  th a t th is  
is  n ot a n o th er  attem p t to  tra ce  T o lk ien ’s so u r c e s .  
Many a ttem p ts have b een  made o v er  th e  y e a r s  to  
id e n t ify  in f lu e n c e s  on h is  w ork s. Most are not v e r y  
in te r e s t in g , a s  w hen  on e sch o lar  a fte r  th e  o th er  
tr iu m p h an tly  c r ie s  "Eureka!" and h o ld s  a lo ft  "The 
Elder Edda" or th e  "Kalevala", w h ile  som e —  a s  Tom 
S h ip p e y ’s T he Road to  M id d le-earth  and Jared L ob- 
d e ll’s E ngland and A lw ays —  are h ig h ly  illum inating  
and o ffe r  new  in s ig h ts .  In th is  a r tic le  we are  co n ­
cern ed  w ith  s in g le  e p is o d e s  from  T olk ien ’s book s, but 
n ot, in  th is  co n tex t , w ith  w h ere  he g o t them from .
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75; The S ilm arillion , h e r e a fte r  S , p . 199, U n fin ish ed  
T a les , h e rea fter  UT, (L ondon, 1980), p . 80.
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